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SUE SZCZEPANSKI

Nurturing Writers: Workshop Style
Sue Szczepanski teaches second and third grades in
Marquette Area Public Schools. She is also chair of the
Publications of the Michigan Reading Association and
co-editor of the book A View Inside: Integrating Reading
and Writing Strategies. This is Chapter 7 of the book,
which is published by M.R.A. Both the publisher and the
author have given their permission for this reprint.

Lioness
By Cody Olive
The quick sharp calls of Marshall Eagles in the sky warn herdsman that a
lioness and her cubs are near.
Swoosh a stray camel is killed. The herdsman can not afford this, nor can his
friends. The herdsman runs and warns the other herdsmen and they all move
their herds.
The lioness climbs to the sanctuary edge to make sure there is no one there so
she can take her cubs to the carcass.
Meanwhile the herdsmen are hatching a plan. The sanctuary guard understands them. But the sanctuary guard is confused. He has to find a way to save
the lioness and her cubs, too.
Later that night herdsman hide in bushes. Firecrackers are surrounding the
pasture. All of a sudden, a big flame appears all around them. The only way to
the sanctuary is free.
The big flame is right on their tracks. Finally they escape. She takes her cubs
to the water hole.
To be continued ...

Cody's request to stay in at recess to work on his story is not uncommon in my third grade
classroom. Cody's favorite book, Tigress by Helen Cowcher, sparked interest and deep involvement in this writing project.
What could be so powerful that eight and nine year olds would give up their cherished
recess time to work quietly in the room on their writing? What draws looks of disappointment
if time for it is not listed on our daily schedule posted each morning in the front of the room?
What brings moans of disapproval when the signal is given that time is up? Writers Workshop.
This time is often listed as many children's favorite time of the day. Why is this time so cherished? The three crucial ingredients may reflect why.
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TIME: Four to five days of the week a block of time is set aside for writing workshop.
Children can count on this. Donald Graves states in Writing: Teachers and Children at Work
(1991 Heinemann).
"Teachers are hard pressed to find time for anything. Curricula are inflated, classroom interruptions rampant, the children over-stimulated. Time for teaching is meted out
into tiny eight-to ten-minute slots just to cover the required curriculum. Writing has never
taken hold in American education because it has been given so little time. Writing taught
once or twice a week is just frequently enough to remind children that they can't write,
and teachers that they can't teach. They are both like athletes who never get in condition,
yet have to play the game before derisive spectators. Teachers find time for writing by
taking it. They take it from reading, handwriting, spelling and language, knowing that
writing produces gains in all of these subject areas. The gains come, however, only if the
teacher takes enough time with the writing and knows how to help children to take control of what they do."

OWNERSHIP: Children are given the choice of topics. Very seldom do I depend on story
starters or assigned topics to get children writing. The topics come from their own lives, the
things they care about or topics they want to know more about. In the beginning stages we
brainstorm together the stories we could write. We talk about them before paper and pencil are
even in front of us. Everyday I listen to my children's conversations and remind them to look
in their Writer's Notebooks for story seeds that may prompt them to write.
RESPONSE: Responding to writing is a crucial part of the writing process and one that
must be included in daily time. Response comes in many forms.
Peer Conferences Peer conferences are when writers listen to other writers and talk
with them. Peer conferring is integrated into writing workshop as students read aloud
their pieces to each other for feedback, encouragement and pleasure.
Student-teacher Conferences Student-teacher conferences are used to encourage young
writers. As I move around the room I randomly sit down and invite children to share their
stories. I ask the questions that will help lead them further into their writing, taking notes
on their strengths. I also take note of skills I can teach to the whole class during mini
lessons.
Whole Group Conferences Whole group conferences are at the end of writing workshop when students are asked to share their pieces with the whole class. During the student-teacher conferences I look for pieces that are ready for whole group share and ask
three to four students to read their pieces that day. I often jot down names of students that
I want to encourage to share within the next few days and remind myself that I will only
have those who are comfortable and ready to share do this.
During writing workshop we write personal narratives, expository texts based on science
and social studies themes, poems, and letters.
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As children move into the classroom their first glance is to the mail- ·<~~i~ \}t'
box to see if new mail has arrived overnight. The red flag is up. When
the box is opened two letters appear. One is to Adam from FAO Swartz.
"Hey, look at this!" exclaims Adam. "Stickers!" Inside his envelope is a
letter plus 24 stickers for each member of our class.

·,'N

The other letter is to Justin, an avid letter writer. This form of
writing is easier for him as he has not quite developed story sense when
writing and finds story writing difficult. A glossy colored print signed by
Garfield is in his hands. "Mrs. Szczepanski, could you make copies of this
for the class?"

I set the stage for our letter writing center by purchasing a mailbox for under $5.00. This
rural style mailbox is a perfect addition to help create a community atmosphere for my second/
third grade classroom. The class designed a cover with our school address; and parents donated stamps, stationary, and addresses of friends and relatives. We were ready to begin.
My students needed direction and meaningful authentic purposes for writing letters. I present
mini-lessons on the proper set up of friendly letters, addressing envelopes, and reasons for
letter writing. We share books, such as Letters from Felix, by Annette Langen and Constanza
Droop, and The Jolly Postman by Janet and Allan Ahlberg. But the hottest book in my classroom is Michael Levine's The Kid's Address Book. Levine's book contains the addresses of
celebrities, athletes, and public agencies that send free stuff. This opens up a whole new world
of writing to many students. Their favorite athlete or celebrity is only a letter away.
Letter writing also provides an effective way of assessing my students' writing skills. The
first week of school I ask each child to write a letter telling me what they want me to know
about them. In the spring I ask for another letter, this time to their next year's teacher telling
what they think their new teacher should know about them. Comparing the two letters tells a
lot about the growth each child has made during the year. I look for growth in letter format
along with changes toward standardized spelling, improved sentence structure and penmanship.
In Megan's September letter I see what she knows about standardized spelling, spacing,
punctuation, and capital letters. Her May letter demonstrates growth she has made in all of
these areas. This form of assessment can be used to show parents growth over a school year.
Modeling is the key to any new knowledge and my modeling of purposes for letter writing is
essential to the success of this venture. I share my distress at one of the unit assessment pages
in our math books and state that I am going to write a letter to the publishing company to share
my concerns. When I receive a reply from the company, my students begin to see the power of
letter writing.
When our classroom faucet was leaking, it drove us all crazy. One of the students decided to
measure how much water was being wasted. He carefully set a container under the leaky faucet and measured the water that leaked in one hour. We figured out how much water we lost in
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one day, then one year. A call to the city water department gave us the cost of that wasted
water. They were amazed at how much money the leaky faucet was costing the school district.
We decided we needed to inform the principal and drafted a letter stating the facts that we had
collected. After we revised and polished our letter, we marched to the office and presented it to
the principal. Within twenty-four hours the leak was fixed. This authentic learning experience
was created by the everyday things around us. We, as teachers, must constantly be looking for
opportunities like this that present meaningful child-centered experiences.
We planned a trip to the post office to observe first hand what happens to our letters when
we mail them. We saw the action behind the scenes where letters are sorted by neighborhoods
and prepared for our letter carriers to deliver them to our homes. We viewed the safe where all
the stamps were kept and found out what goes on behind the post office windows. We concluded our trip by mailing postcards to our families.
To add another dimension to this yearlong theme we became pen pals with a class in another
region of our country. While they were corresponding with their pen pals, I was e-mailing
00\ their teacher. This exposed them to the possibilities and opportunities of computers and
~~ electronic mail. Interdisciplinary activities included marking a world map to show where
~
our correspondence came from and then compared our pen pals' state with our state.
On a personal level the mailbox has been a wonderful way for me to correspond with
my students about the events in their lives. The hectic pace of classroom life often leaves me
feeling like I'm missing the personal connections with many of my students. Time just does
not allow for those conversations to always take place. The mailbox helped solve this problem
by being a vehicle that allows me to correspond with my students through a personal note.
Parents and relatives wrote to students at our school address encouraging and inspiring students to write back to them. At parent teacher conferences our mailbox and writing supplies sit
outside the classroom so parents will write a note to their child.
This letter writing experience motivates many students to write letters throughout the year;
the responses they receive motivate them. By providing different kinds of writing experiences
our class grows, practicing the steps of process writing, editing, and revision. Since these
letters are relevant to children's lives, this activity is a successful child-centered project.
Each morning during our class meeting or at snack time mail is delivered. Children look
forward to sharing their letters. Cora received one from the President of the United States!
Adam couldn't wait to share a reply he received from Michael Jordan. Joseph received a letter
from his grandmother in Germany. Smiles on faces show the excitement this has created. I
watch as writers become readers and readers become writers. Letter writing takes our students
one step further down the literacy path.
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